The mythology of socialist realism
Before introducing the main heroes of this book, I shall attempt to sketch the historical background preceding the death of Stalin. This is necessary in order to understand the minds of the first theatrical generation that grew out of the scorched earth Stalin left behind him.
In 1953 Nikolay Akimov staged Saltykov-Shchedrin's play Shadows in Leningrad. It had been written almost a hundred years earlier, on the eve of the abolition of serfdom in Russia. As a prologue to the action, a silhouette of the famous equestrian statue of Nicholas I was projected onto a drape on-stage. Occasionally the drape rippled and the 'shadow' of the autocrat seemed to come to life. It was clamouring for new sacrifices. It suggested to the critic Naum Berkovsky that the late Boss was still 'tending his sheep' even from another world.
1
Josef Stalin died on 5 March 1953, but his shadow continued to strike fear into the country for many years to come. The Stalinist cancer was not just a political phenomenon, it was an aesthetic one. It is crucial to understand the deeper intentions behind Stalinist painting, theatre, literature and architecture. Why, for instance, was it so important to erect the seven famous skyscrapers above Moscow after the Second World War? Seen from the ground, they suggested the watchtowers of the Gulag. But from the Boss's vantage point they were supposed to suggest that there was 'one above you all' who saw everything and knew everything that 'you at ground level' could not. From the street, one cannot see that the Theatre of the Soviet Army has been built as a five-pointed star; but from above one can. The idea, then, was that life should not be viewed in such a pedestrian manner, as it might appear to the man in the street or at his trough in a prison camp, but from a 'higher' position. This belief, which was reflected in the phallic architecture of the one Father, Son and Soviet Holy Ghost, found its expression in all the arts, and was called 'socialist realism '. 2 In Russia today it is fashionable among liberals to claim that socialist realism never existed, any more than 'Soviet literature' did. 3 This is a serious mistake. Socialist realism, which was proclaimed as the heir to world culture, must be studied like any other style that evolved and burned itself out over several decades in the USSR. In the theatre, it was the result of setting in concrete the tradition of Russian realism; its declared enemy was 'formalism', which was to be exterminated at all costs. Gradually a style developed whose main features were rationalism, didacticism, clarity and simplicity. It was everywhere: in the typology of the heroes, the voices of the actors, the sets, and the choreography of the major scenes, which were staged diagonally or front-on depending on the position of the special box in which He might appear at any moment.
Socialist 'royalism', as the sixties dissident Arkady Belinkov called it, used the techniques of naturalism without the nature. Artists went to extraordinary lengths to depict situations, characters and conflicts that never existed. The method was therefore more akin to black magic: things that never were had to be conjured into being by artists meticulously reproducing the void. Aleksandr Laktionov, for instance, one of the most popular socialist realist painters, could paint with extreme fidelity to detail a group portrait entitled Happy Old Age, in a country where people were dying of starvation, and the photographic perfection of these well-groomed old people, of a neatly cut lemon and some pretzels, seemed to assure you that the whole of Soviet life was as good as these irresistible details.
Neither the revolution nor life under Soviet power could be mythologized with a cold heart. Very often the leading artists agreed with one part of the great Utopia and attempted to dress it up in biblical clothes. Drawing such exalted parallels was a way of surviving aesthetically, of coming to terms with a blood-soaked reality in which one had to find a hidden purpose. In the 1930s, however, both the 'positive' and the 'negative' use of a Christian gloss on Soviet subjects became dangerous. The buzz subsides. I come out on the boards.
Leaning against the door-frame,
I try to get an inkling from afar
Of what will happen in my time.
The Thaw (1953) (1954) (1955) (1956) (1957) (1958) (1959) (1960) (1961) (1962) (1963) (1964) (1965) (1966) (1967) (1968) The actor was Vladimir Vysotsky, whose underground songs were then all the rage.
The gap between the boy Hamlet before whom the earth has just opened up, and Hamlet the grown man and soldier, who knows everything in advance, was actually the distance that this generation had to travel spiritually. It was a bitter and relentless process of growing up.
The Russian theatre had experienced its own period of preChristian barbarism. Yet its spirit had not been consumed entirely. Ehrenburg. 12 The Soviet theatre and its 'high priests' did not miss the opportunity that history was ocering them.
Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky initiate a new Soviet theatre
As always, the first on the scene were the opportunists. that there were no two more opposite works in world culture; that if ever there was anything contrary to the 'spirit of music' it was Tolstoy's play. The latter, he wrote, contained 'reality, but an impossible reality, because it is merely reality, reality tout court, and not the mixture that we accept every day under this name'.
14 In fact, Ravenskikh seemed to have musically orchestrated the whole text. It was not straightforward musical accompaniment; rather, a certain 'spirit of music' informed the whole production. This music expressed the theme of reckless abandon, the rhythm of work, and the resurrection of the soul, but also the dark, ironic, hostile force contending with these. The murder of the baby was planned to the sounds of a drunken orgy and the howling voices of the marriage brokers from behind the door to the peasant hut, which kept being opened and closed.
As Boris Zingerman commented at the time: 'The people singing drunken songs and dancing wildly behind the door or outside the gates, and those front of stage planning to bury the child, could easily change places. Where soul was concerned, of course, Tolstoyism and the new ideology did not see eye to eye. But all the power of which theatre is capable was used to show how impossible and terrible the actual 'power of darkness' was, that is to say a life unsanctified by any moral beliefs, in which 'everything was permitted'. Akim's peasant God could save people from the mire -including the bloody mire that was revealed to society in the mid-1950s. The ethical idea of repentance and resurrection imbued the whole production. Yet again, the theatre was replacing the Church in a bid to cleanse and revive people's souls.
In their attempt to get to the heart of Tolstoy, the director and his actors had moved into an area of diacult choices. Ravenskikh understood the religious basis of the play, the sublimity of the wandering pilgrim's way of life, and Tolstoy's hatred of property and all forms of outward struggle, and he tried to convey this somehow in his production. To believe Tolstoy in this way was to take an enormous step.
Tolstoyism was not a kind of ideological varnish that could be stripped oc the way our directors had for decades when 'bringing an author closer to the present day'. Tolstoyism was a definite way of thinking about the world and people. It was the dark language of another culture that was beginning to emerge from oblivion. Smoktunovsky's voice completes the impression conveyed by his appearance: it is a voice that is not being steered, it has no stresses or italics, it is not imperious or didactic: its intonations jump out of their own accord, 'from the heart', free of any premeditation . . . Every dialogue is a contest. Prince Myshkin's dialogues as performed by Smoktunovsky are paradoxical:
there is no contest in them. They are not dialogues, they are the desire to echo, to find within oneself the person to whom speech is being directed, to respond to him, to be drawn into his inner world.
16
There is only one person who could be described in this way -the Son of Man. In the way it went about things, the Sovremennik tried to revive the image of the old MKhAT 'home', its artistic and ethical ideals.
Of course, this was an historical hoax, but all theatrical revolutions need mythological clothes. In a dicerent land and culture they were attempting to put into practice the legendary founding principles of the original Moscow Art Theatre. Recalling that Stanislavsky's theatre was a 'partnership of belief', they drew up special articles of association intended to create a new brotherhood of actors. The Sovremennik began to operate not according to the regulations governing 'theatrical enterprises for public spectacle', as all state theatres in the USSR were then called, but according to laws devised for themselves by themselves. Decisions about whether to stage a play, or whether a production was ready to show to the public, were taken collectively. The whole company also decided whether an actor could stay in the company. When it was the turn of Yefremov, the artistic director of the theatre, to be assessed, he would come out of his oace and they would discuss him without mincing their words. They attempted to clear away the layers of tarnish that had been deposited by the realities of the Soviet theatre on Stanislavsky's crowning idea of a theatrical home.
They had no actorial dead wood and were not coerced into artificial groups the way that actors in most companies were at that time. The right to stay or to leave was restored with dignity. It was the first Russian theatre for decades that had been created not from above but from below, by the will of the artists themselves rather than by theatrical bureaucrats.
Many of their productions were banned. This only encouraged them: if they were being banned, they must be doing something worthwhile. Rehearsals at the Sovremennik often ended with a Russian-style party around a table, which might turn into a rehearsal again. However, there was none of the sheer drinking to forget that was associated with
MKhAT. Their parties provided space for free, familiar contact, which was in its turn an expression of these young people's new feeling for life. They understood that good theatres are not created from books and cardboard morality, but from the air of freedom, levity, badinage and friendly conviviality, without which no true theatre can live. 'the life of the human spirit'. This formula they attempted to pack with high explosive. They wanted to return to the natural human being on the stage, to the passionate search for truth, to the actor's ability to reembody himself. They sought those penetrating methods of reaching an audience that had been practised by the Art Theatre, especially its First Studio, with its 'spiritual realism', its greatly reduced gap between actor and audience, and its ability to draw the latter into its energy field.
They were the first to risk acting 'confessionally' (one of the keywords of this generation), meaning that the role should be illumined by the performer's own human 'theme' and his personal fate, if he had one.
The style of delivery at the Sovremennik was the diametric opposite of the ululating of the Stalinist pseudo-heroes. The Sovremennik's enemies immediately christened this style 'whispering realism', but it launched a massive theatrical reform. The language of the street, of life that was really alive, burst on to this stage and produced not only a new type of speech, but a new performer whom people called 'a blender', someone who even in terms of appearance could have walked in oc the street. The typical actor of the 1940s as lauded by the critics was something quite unique. One looked up at him from very far below. He was the epitome of a craggy man of the people. A fifties critic quipped that when you saw such a performer coming along the street you could not decide whether he was an actor or a head waiter. 18 The actors at the Sovremennik were bringing back to the stage the forgotten taste of truth.
At first the Sovremennik's programme was built on contrasts.
Basically, the theatre was fond of 'two colours', as one of the studio's first productions was called. 19 It had to look for a long time before it found a play with which to open, and eventually chose Viktor Rozov's Alive Forever. This was a play in which the recent war with Nazism was not only the setting for the action, but a time when everyone had to make moral choices. In telling a story about the war, the studio actors succeeded in telling one about the fate of their generation.
Yefremov both directed the production and played the part of Boris Borozdin, a young man who had volunteered for the front line. He had left behind him a girl who did not wait for him, and friends who betrayed him. Each had chosen his own path. The strict moral standards that the theatre was putting forward were applied, of course, not so much to the war as to the whole way of life that the nation had grown used to. Here is a portrait of the young Yefremov as Boris early in the opening run:
Boris/Yefremov appeared in only two short scenes but carried the lyrical theme of the play with him. One felt infinitely sorry for this tall, lanky, boy-like Boris, with his shy perseverance, his elegant hands that would turn themselves to any piece of work . . . his purity and his grown-up sense of responsibility. And one thought how much poorer life was for having lost the best people of this generation . . . They were too young to have fallen beneath the terrible scythe of 1937, but they were too grown-up and 1917, the year of their birth, was too firmly imprinted on their souls, for them to be hypnotized by the universal paranoia and euphoria -to lose their individual conscience and their sense of personal responsibility.
